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The world market for beef and mutton 
During 1978 the downward trend on the beef market went into reverse, ostensibly putting an 
end to the period of herd liquidation which had been triggered off by the 1974 crisis. Although 
there had been a marked drop in livestock numbers in the developed countries as a whole, the 
decline had been highly uneven, the herd being reduced by 16% in the U.S.A. between 1975 
and 1978, while it merely stood still at the 1973/74 ceiling in the EEC. 
The upsurge in the market, which is not yet reflected in the available statistics for herd numbers 
and slaughterings, is nonetheless evident if we examine the trends for world prices and trade. 
Thus beef prices, for example, have moved ahead strongly since 1978, laying the foundations 
for a new upswing in the trade cycle. The decline in herd strength acts as a brake on the level of 
production, while at the same time higher prices induce cattle farmers to build up their herds 
again, a process which further accentuates the curb on production and sustains the rise in 
prices. A further factor contributing to the recovery has been the improvement in the 
beef/livestock–feeds price ratio, providing an incentive to producers to intensify their fattening 
operations. During the crisis the ratio had fallen to a particularly low level in several producer 
countries, especially the United States. 
 
 It is in the latter country that the process of recovery would seem to have begun. Wholesale 
prices for beef moved ahead by some 60% during 1978, and by early 1979 stood at over 50% 
higher than the maximum prices obtained in 1975. There was a lag while the rise worked its way 
through to the export markets, followed by a vigorous upturn. Wholesale prices for export cattle 
in Australia rose by about 60% during the second half of 1978, and by a further 75% during the 
first half of 1979. By early 1979 they had overtaken, when expressed in U.S dollars, the record 
prices obtained in 1973, despite a depreciation of nearly 30% in the value of the Australian 
dollar against the American dollar. 
By comparison the increase in the EEC was far more modest, averaging out at 10% p.a. in 1977 
and 1978. During the crisis the Community's policy of price support had enabled beef prices to 
be maintained at relatively high levels in member states, with the result that current prices are 
still higher than those of the other large-scale producer countries. Consequently, the price 
dispersion which emerged during the crisis has now been substantially reduced. 
The recovery of the market is also evident in terms of the volume of trade, which began to move 
forward in 1976, producing an appreciable increase in exports from Australia and Argentina, 
EEC countries, whose trade within the Community has greatly intensified in recent years with a 
rise from 40 to 70% of overall imports in member countries from 1973 to 1976, recorded a slight 
deficit in 1978, whereas they had maintained a position of relative equilibrium in the three 
previous years. The U.S.A., which had managed to contain its trade deficit by applying a 
programme of voluntary restriction, raised its set quota for beef and mutton imports from 
580,000 t. in 1977 to 677,000 t. in 1978 and 712,000 t. in 1979. The result has been a sharp 
increase in American imports, exerting a crucial role in the recovery of the market. 
 
The U.S.S.R. has continued to purchase huge amounts on the world market, importing some 
440,000 t. annually in 1977 and 1978. Japan maintained purchasing levels of slightly under 
100,000 t., while imports rose in several Asian countries, including the Middle East oil states. 
More recently, they also rose in Latin America, and especially in Brazil, which was hit by a 
severe drought. African countries, whose share in world trade had previously been negligible, 
increased their purchases abroad substantially. 
 In 1977 the African continent's net trade deficit in beef stood at 64,000 t., whereas at the 
beginning of the decade there had been a modest surplus. According to FAO estimates, beef 
imports in North Africa increased from 22,000 to 64,000 t. between 1975 and 1977, while in 
West and central Africa they rose from 35,000 to 70,000 t. 
 To sum up, although American demand would appear to have played a dominant part in the 
1978 recovery, trade flow patterns would also seem to have undergone rather considerable 
alteration since 1974. The reduced volume of EEC trade with third countries was offset by the 
appearance of new buyers, some of whom were undoubtedly taking advantage of the relatively 
favourable prices on export markets to resolve their own domestic supply problems. Thus the 
current rise in prices may well bring pressure to bear on a relatively fragile market situation, 
since it could rapidly provide a disincentive for these new buyers. Further, EEC intervention 
stocks, although much lower than previously, are still substantial (210,000 t. at the end of 1978 
as against 360,000 t. at the end of 1977), thus restricting the short-term prospects for a sizeable 
recovery in European Community imports. There is even a strong possibility that EEC self-
sufficiency in beef will become a structural feature of the European economy. The Community's 
price support policy constitutes an incentive to production but restrains the growth of 
consumption, which tends to prefer less expensive meats such as pork and poultry. 
A degree of recovery also occurred on the market for mutton and lamb which is characterized 
by the very depressed level of slaughterings and a sharp reduction of flocks in developed 
countries. World trade and export prices have been gradually increasing since 1976. 
Nevertheless, the volume of trade in 1977/78 had only just returned to the level reached in 1972 
before the decline of the European market. The latter consists almost entirely of the United 
Kingdom. 
 
 Regional trends in the trade balance for mutton and lamb. 
—in Thousands of Tonnes— 
  1970 1975 1977 1978e 
Australia and New 
Zealand 
+585 +480 +613 +577 
Europe –406 –274 –253 –225 
Asia –124 –195 –278 –235 
e) estimate  
Source: Ref. 10 
The recovery in trade is primarily due to renewed purchases by Japan, and a sharp increase in 
demand from the oil countries of the Middle East, which are estimated to have imported close to 
100,000 t. of fresh or frozen mutton in 1977 (36,700 t. in 1974).1 However, as regards the latter, 
pride of place was occupied by Iran, with 60% of total mutton imports purchased by the area as 
a whole, so that current uncertainty as to the future of exports to this country may be expected 
to have repercussions throughout the market. 
1. In addition to the imports of meat, there was also sustained growth in live animal 
imports, mostly from Australia. Australian sheep exports to the Middle East amounted to 
some 73,000 t. of carcass equivalent in 1977 (37,800 of which went to Iran, as against 
32,000 t. in 1976. 
Prices for mutton have nevertheless accelerated sharply in exporting countries, while still 
lagging behind the rate of increase on the beef market. Thus, for example, the price of mutton in 
Australia, which was higher than beef for several years, fell behind it in early 1979. 
 
